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THE USEFULNESS OF SERMON OUTLINES. 

The following communication, dated August 28, was recently 
received by the Council of Seventy. The writer is a Vermont min- 
ister, whose name we need not mention, since it is the idea and the 
spirit of the letter which we wish the reader to consider. The reply of 
the Institute to this letter is subjoined. The sermon outlines which 
called forth this communication appeared in the Biblical World for 
August, pp. 1 3 1-9. The authors of these sermon outlines were Bishop 
John H. Vincent, D.D. (Methodist), Topeka, Kan.; Rev. Amory H. 
Bradford, D.D. (Congregationalist), Montclair, N. J.; the late Rev. 
George T. Purves, D.D. (Presbyterian), New York city; Rev. O. P. 
Gifford, D.D. (Baptist), Buffalo, N. Y.; Rev. Professor Marcus Dods, 
D.D. (Presbyterian), New College, Edinburgh, Scotland; President C. 
Cuthbert Hall, D.D. (Presbyterian), Union Theological Seminary, New 
York city. It does not need to be said that these six men represent a 
high degree of ability and wisdom in the preaching ministry. These 
sermon outlines which they prepared for the Institute were provided 
gratuitously by them, in appreciation of the opportunity for doing good 
which was thus offered. The outlines can speak for themselves as 
regards their sincerity, their spirituality, and their instructive qualities. 

The American Institute of Sacred Literature, 
Chicago, III. : 
Gentlemen : The circulars with reference to the observance of " Bible- 
study Sunday " have been received, and have been read with interest. The 
plan seems to be a good one in many respects, and I should feel like joining 
in it, if I had not already laid out my line of work for the autumn along 
similar lines. 

But I do feel moved to enter my protest, whether it does any good or not, 
against one part of the scheme. I refer to the statement in the circular that 
" a series of outlines of possible sermons will also be furnished." I have 
been reading in one of our religious papers a series of letters on " What is 
the matter with the ministers?" and I have been made heartsick by them, 
because they seemed to me to go so wide of the mark ; but if the attitude of 
the clergy is such that your proposal [to publish sermon outlines] not only can 
be made without protest, but is warranted by a probable demand for the 
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outlines offered, then I think I know what is the matter with the ministers. I 
have understood that in England there is a regular business in written ser- 
mons, and, like Adam and Eve in the garden, "they are not ashamed." But 
if the time has come when a reputable institution like yours can offer " out- 
lines of possible sermons " to the ministry of the United States, on Bible 
study or any other subject, and not be moved to make a humble apology for 
such an insult to their brains and hearts, then we are farther gone than I had 
supposed. If it should become generally understood that our ministers were 
using outlines thus provided for them, how long would it be before all respect 
for the pulpit would vanish ? 

I beg your pardon for speaking so strongly. I know there are certain 
homiletic monthlies which are all the time putting sermons and sermon plans 
before their clerical readers under the thin disguise of keeping them informed 
of what other men are preaching about. But I had not supposed that we had 
reached the point of open advertising [of material] to help us do our think- 
ing. I sincerely hope you will not think it advisable to continue to make 
such offers. Yours very sincerely, 



The American Institute of Sacred Literature, 
Directed by the Council of Seventy. 

Chicago, September 7, 1901. 



My dear Sir : Your letter of the 28th ult. was duly received, and 
awakened interest in the office of the American Institute of Sacred 
Literature, because it is the first objection which has been made to the 
assistance which we have endeavored to give the ministers from time to time 
in the advocacy and improvement of Bible instruction in their parishes. 

I am glad that you feel strongly against everything which tends to unman 
the ministers of our day. Certainly there are those who make capital of the 
helplessness and inertia of a certain class of preachers at the present time. 
We are no less earnest than you in the wish and effort to bring all ministers 
to a sense of their responsibilities, to a respect for themselves as teachers of 
what is true and right, and to an independent ability in the creation of their 
sermons and addresses which will make real men and real evangelists of 
them. But it has not yet become a widespread conviction that suggestions 
and outlines for sermons are a detriment, or an enticement for evil, to the 
minister. Nor is it as yet generally recognized that the Homiletic Review, 
and others of the great journals of its class, are doing harm rather than 
good. 

I do not quite understand why you think that the setting of a sermon out- 
line before the eyes of a minister should lead him astray, rather than stimu- 
late his thought and inspire him to the creation of a sermon which will be 
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original, independent, and helpful to his people. Is it not true that in all 
lines of education people learn best how to do things by seeing others do 
them who know how better than themselves ? The minister who has self- 
respect and a desire to be manly and useful in his calling, should seek every 
possible means of improving his thought, his feeling, and his method. To 
shut himself off from seeing and considering what others think and feel, 
and how they work, is to deprive himself of those means of improvement 
which God has meant to be his opportunity for achieving a higher manhood, 
character, and ministerial efficiency. The outlines of sermons which we have 
furnished on this occasion were written by six of the most capable ministers 
of the present day. It is not to be supposed for a moment that anyone 
should take them as they stand, fill them in, and reproduce them as their 
own ; that would be plagiarism of the worst kind, and a thing that no minis- 
ter whom I know of would undertake to do, or even wish to do. But any 
minister could find help and suggestion toward a discourse on Bible study 
from considering these sermon outlines, and that is the intention of them. 

I have heard it intimated, previous to your letter, that there were some 
ministers who had no conscience or self-respect, but would take whatever 
they could get, put as little work upon it themselves as possible, and then pass 
it off as their own in their pulpits. I am glad to say that I never knew per- 
sonally of such a man, and I never will believe that the thing is actually done 
until I have some positive proof of a specific case. If there are a few minis- 
ters here and there who are perfectly imbecile mentally, and perfectly cor- 
rupt morally, it makes the integrity and manliness of the great mass of 
ministers all the more certain and gratifying. I do believe, however, that 
ministers often lean too much upon homiletic helps rather than upon their 
own conceptions and methods. There are great works of a homiletic sort 
which the minister would do well to avoid. It may be that a minister, by 
using such material, will have a better sermon, abstractly considered, than he 
otherwise would ; he might introduce a larger number of thoughts, and per- 
haps arrange them better, than if he expressed himself more independently. 
But the effectiveness of a sermon is not of the abstract kind, it depends 
primarily, not upon the style, nor upon the number of ideas, nor upon the 
arrangement of them, but rather upon the expression of one's own com- 
prehension of truth and conviction of duty, so that those who hear will feel 
that the man himself, as well as what he says, is a divine message to the 
people. 

It seems to me, therefore, that, as you think of the matter more compre- 
hensively, you will come to recognize that sermon outlines prepared by the 
most capable and influential preachers can be of real assistance to younger men 
who are striving to reach greatness such as that of the authors of these outlines ; 
and that, if a few are harmed by such material, the great body of ministers is 
helped by it. As a matter of your own personal experience, have you found 
that it was harmful to you to consider how the great preachers of the past 
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presented religious truth and duty? Do you think that the homiletic instruc- 
tion in our seminaries is all a mistake ? Are we hindered, rather than helped, 
by studying the sermons of Chrysostom, of Luther, of Calvin, of Channing, 
and of Phillips Brooks, not to name others of the most distinguished preach- 
ers of our own generation? Surely the great mass of ministers — even if you 
consider yourself an exception — find such study one of the greatest means of 
preparing them for able and efficient sermon creation. 

Yours cordially, 



For the Council of Seventy. 
The same minister sent a similar letter criticising the sermon out- 
lines of the Institute to the Church Economist, of New York. A 
copy of this letter was sent by the editor of that paper to each of the 
ministers (named above) who prepared these sermon outlines. Three 
of them replied, and their letters are here reproduced from the Church 
Economist for October. Bishop Vincent, who is in Europe carrying on 
missionary work among Methodists, has indicated his approval by the 
fact that he inaugurated a similar Bible-study Sunday abroad, appoint- 
ing such to be observed in all the Methodist churches of Europe, and 
furnishing sermon outlines printed in Swedish, Italian, French, and 
German. Thomas Whittaker, the New York publisher, was also asked 
to express an opinion upon the matter, and his letter is added below. 

President's Room, Union Theological Seminary, 
New York, September 9, 1901. 
Editor of the Church Economist: 

Dear Sir : I am interested in Rev. Mr. 's protest, a copy of which 

you have been kind enough to send me ; but it seems to me that his excite- 
ment is quite uncalled for. 

I prepared one of the sermon outlines in question at the request of Presi- 
dent Harper, but I do not for a moment imagine that President Harper 
entertained the idea that any one of these sermon outlines would be used dis- 
honestly by a minister. 

It is always conceivable that unscrupulous men in the pulpit will make 
a dishonorable use of such things, but that fact is no more an argument 
against their preparation than is the publishing of a volume of sermons by 
Phillips Brooks. In the one case, as in the other, the printed material may 
convey fresh and stimulating suggestions to the minds of ministers : sug- 
gestions which may encourage them to undertake original work in similar 
directions. 

I think that Mr. has mistaken President Harper's intention, and that 

there is no occasion for such fears as he has expressed in his letter. 

Sincerely yours, 

Chas. Cuthbert Hall. 
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Bay Head, N. J., September 10, 1901. 
Editor of the Church Economist : 

Dear Sir: I am disposed to sympathize with the feelings which your 
correspondent amusingly expresses. I provided one of the sermon outlines 
in Bible study because urgently requested to do so by the American Insti- 
tute of Sacred Literature, and further, because I wished to have put 
in circulation an idea of Bible study which would represent the matter from 
what I conceived to be the right point of view. But I would never think of 
using such an outline myself prepared by another, and I trust that there are 
many of our ministers who are too independent to lean on such crutches. 

I regard the use of all homiletic helps as injurious to the preacher and 
derogatory to his vocation. Each of us should do his own homiletical work. 

Yet all cannot always live up to the ideal. 

Yours very truly, 

George T. Purves. 

Buffalo, N. Y., September 18, 1901. 
Editor of the Church Economist: 

Dear Sir : Helps are meant for good, but they may easily become bad. 
I presume all seminary-trained preachers were taught how to analyze 
texts and themes, but none of us are conscious of depending upon our 
masters. The themes presented are simple suggestions, I presume, as archi- 
tects study printed plans and try to improve upon them. Doctors study 
reports of cases in medical magazines. I do not see why preachers should 
not profit by the work of others in analysis as well as in illustration. 

It might add to the interest of a sermon to say, " Dr. Hall gave me this 
analysis." The statement would enlist the interest of some listener. Origi- 
nality is not always the height of usefulness. 

Sincerely yours, 

O. P. Gifford. 

Office of Thomas Whittaker, Publisher, 
New York, August 22, iqoi. 
Editor of the Church Economist: 

My dear Sir: Your favor of the 21st inst. at hand. I am aware there 
are a good many people that object to "pulpit crutches," and their objection, 
as a rule, is based on the fact that they are clever enough themselves to 
construct interesting discourses without such aids. When you stop to con- 
sider, however, the thousands and thousands of clergymen who are too 
overworked to read much, or too poor to buy much, you can realize, in a 
measure, what a " God-send " books of this kind must be. From the view-point 
of the congregation these helps save many a sermon that would otherwise be 
perfectly insipid. It often occurs that the only thing remembered about a ser- 
mon is the use of some apt illustration, a happy analogy, or a pointed anecdote. 

Very truly yours, 

Thomas Whittaker. 
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The "Bible-study Sunday" of the American Institute of 
Sacred Literature, which gave rise to the above correspondence, was 
observed for the first time in September, 1900. In these two years, 
under this plan, three thousand sermons upon the relation of Bible 
study to the life of the church and the individual Christian were 
preached in the United States and Canada. The number of persons 
engaged in a systematic study of the Bible doubled in twelve months. 
This new interest has brought with it the demand for more scholarly 
and more energetic leaders in Bible study. In response to this 
demand the number of ministers directing the adult Bible classes in 
their respective churches has increased to three times the previous 
number. Better courses of study have become a necessity for all, 
instead of a luxury for the few. 

An occasional voice has been raised to say that "Bible-study Sun- 
day" is a superfluous scheme. And a matter for thanksgiving it is, 
indeed, that many ministers and many churches in recent years have 
undertaken thorough historical study of the Bible, as a means of ascer- 
taining its true religious message and its proper devotional use. But 
the above facts indicate that other ministers and other churches have 
been aroused by this plan to an enthusiasm and energy which are 
capable of accomplishing much good. 



